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Abstract 

Studies show that up to 64% of the population reports at least one adverse childhood experience 
(Felitti et al., 1998). Among various other negative outcomes, these are related to reduced social 
functionality during adulthood, such as increased conflict and decreased quality of romantic relationships 
(Baumann et al., 2024; Gobout et al., 2020). This study explores the possible mediating role of couple 
conflict styles in the relationship between adverse childhood experiences and relationship quality in a non-
clinical sample of adults involved in a romantic relationship. 176 participants (M age  = 24.09 years, SD age 
= 7.41 years, 87.7 % women) completed an online survey containing the Adverse Childhood Experiences 
Questionnaire (Felitti et al., 1998), the Conflict Resolution Styles Inventory (Kurdek, 1994) and the 
Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Busby et al., 1995). The hypotheses were tested using Pearson 
correlations and mediation analyses. The results show that dysfunctional, but not the functional conflict 
styles, mediate the negative association between adverse childhood experiences and relationship quality. 
The results, as well as their practical implications, are discussed. 
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An individual’s past has a significant impact on the development of identity 
and behavior in adulthood. Among the most representative contexts we can find the 
relationships with parents or the living environment. However, not all the experiences 
are optimal. Depending on their nature, the individual may be impacted either 
positively or negatively. Studies show that up to  64% of the population reports at 
least one adverse childhood experience (Felitti et al., 1998). The literature 
describes several categories of adverse childhood experiences: abuse (physical, 
emotional, or sexual), neglect (physical or emotional), and household dysfunctions 
(parents suffering from mental illness or substance abuse, mothers suffering from 
intimate partner violence, divorce, incarcerated relatives, etc.) (O’Neill et al., 
2021). These experiences occur outside the range of the expected normative 
environment and require a significant level of adaptation from the child in terms of 
their psychological, social, and neurodevelopmental systems (McLaughlin, 2016). 
They cause harm and distress, thus disrupting physical or psychological health and 
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the child’s development (Aytur et al., 2022; Kalmakis & Chandler, 2014). 
Moreover, they significantly impact the quality of future relationships. Of 
particular interest for this study, there is strong evidence linking childhood trauma 
to low quality couple relationships (Baumann et al., 2024; Gobout et al., 2020). 
However, the possible mediation role of other couple processes is less explored and 
with this study, we aimed at testing whether couple conflict styles can explain the 
relationships between adverse childhood experiences and couple satisfaction. 

ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES 

Children exposed to adverse experiences are predisposed to developing 
personality changes, suicidal behaviors, depression, and other psychiatric disorders, 
including post-traumatic stress disorder (Pervanidou & Chrousos, 2007). During 
adulthood, the majority of survivors of sexual abuse report the loss of trust and self-
esteem, as well as amnesia occurring during or after the sexual abuse. Individuals who 
experienced childhood neglect and a lack of parental affection face threats to healthy 
development and well-being (Freyd, 1996; Rutter & Sroufe, 2000). Furthermore, 
abused children or those who witnessed family violence may experience difficulties in 
adequately adapting to stress, especially when they lack positive relationships with 
adults. They lack effective models for problem-solving and a sense of personal 
control or predictability. Consequently, they are at increased risk of adopting 
neglectful or abusive parenting styles or of becoming victims of psychological or 
physical violence, through a process of imitation (Greene et al., 2020; Luthar et al., 
2000; Williams & Adams Rueda, 2022). Adverse childhood experiences also 
represent the context for the development of trauma, which can be direct (exposure 
to actual or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violence) or indirect 
(witnessing what occured to a close person), acute (experiencing a single traumatic 
event) or chornic (exposure to prolonged, repeated traumatic events that are often 
ivasive and interpersonal in nature) (Deutsch et al., 2020). Of particular interest, 
especially for the family domain, is betrayal trauma, which involves the violation 
of implicit and explicit trust by the people or institutions on whom a person 
depends for survival (Freyd, 1994). Therefore, the closer the relationship, the greater 
the perceived betrayal. Often, the victim cannot accept the betrayal because they 
cannot stop trusting the betrayer (i.e., the child must ignore the betrayal, especially 
if the abuser is a primary caregiver, as the need for survival is more important). 

ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES AND RELATIONAL SATISFACTION 

A number of studies discuss the relationship between adverse childhood 
experiences and the quality of couple relationships. Adverse childhood experiences 
have a significant effect on social and romantic relationships and can contribute to 
relationship problems and reduced relationship quality by affecting levels of 
satisfaction (Sheffler et al., 2019). First, adverse childhood experiences, 
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specifically child maltreatment, lead to intimate partner violence, particularly 
female victimization and male perpetration (Straus et al., 2017; Wheeler et al., 
2022). In addition, other childhood adversities, especially abuse, are associated 
with higher likelihood of relationship dissolution, low marital satisfaction, poor 
relationship adjustment, high levels of psychological stress and  low sexual 
satisfaction within the relationship (Bigras et al., 2017; Daigneault et al., 2009; 
Godbout et al., 2019; Miller et al., 2013; Nelson & Wampler, 2000; Whisman, 2006). 
Lastly, adverse childhood experiences such as abuse, neglect, and witnessing violence 
against one’s mother increase the risk of developing post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) (Brockie et al., 2015). PTSD symptoms are associated with high level of 
relational dissolution, increased divorce rates, both physical and psychological 
aggression, intimacy problems, relationship dissatisfaction, and poor family 
adjustment (Fredman et al., 2010; Kessler et al., 1998; Lambert et al., 2012; Miller 
et al., 2013; Monson et al., 2009; Riggs, 2014; Riggs et al., 1998; Taft et al., 2011) 

THE MEDIATING ROLE OF CONFLICT 

Past studies have identified a link between adverse childhood experiences 
and the levels of conflict in adult couple relationships (Poole et al., 2018). 
Individuals who witnessed or experienced violence in their family of origin can 
learn aggressive behaviors through modeling, later becoming victims or 
perpetrators in their own families (Straus et al., 2017; Wheeler et al., 2022). 
Additionally, adverse childhood experiences predict conflict in romantic 
relationships (Kogan et al., 2016), and are significantly and positively associated 
with disengagement strategies when solving conflicts (Solberg et al., 2023). 
Observing the interparental aggression between mother and father was associated 
with aggressive behaviors in late adolescence toward non-family members, 
especially within romantic relationships (Foo & Margolin, 1995; Mangold & 
Koski, 1990). There are associations between the quality of parent – child conflict 
resolution and the ways conflict is managed in the individual’s current adult couple 
relationship (Reese-Weber & Bartle-Haring, 1998). Individuals who experienced 
conflict in childhood are more likely to experience conflict in later romantic 
relationships and to escalate it to the level of abuse (MacIntosh, 2019). In addition, 
parental hostility and coercion during adolescence are predictors of low levels of 
warmth and high levels of hostility toward the romantic partner during conflictual 
discussions in early adulthood (Conger et al., 2000). Negative interactions with 
parents have been shown to predict significantly negative levels of emotions 
expressed toward romantic partners years later (Kim et al., 2001). Additionally, 
individuals who are physically abused in childhood are more likely to be violent 
towards their romantic partner, giving rise to the cycle of violence, which is more 
likely to be perpetuated when the child was directly involved in violent or 
aggressive behaviors rather than merely a witness. Likewise, for more positive 
behaviors to be perpetuated, the child would need to have been involved in such 
situations with their parents (DeMARIS, 1987; Marshall & Rose, 1988). 
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Researchers also indicate that the conflict resolution styles that one experiences 
and observed in their family of origin are similar to the ones they use in other 
dyads (Reese-Weber & Bartle-Haring, 1998). If the parent and child use an attack, 
avoidance or compromise based resolution style, the adolescent is more likely to 
use these styles in their romantic relationships (Reese-Weber & Bartle-Haring, 
1998). The Social learning theory focuses on the interaction between the individual 
and the social environment (Gelles & Straus, 1979). It assumes that learning can 
occur both through observation-imitation and through direct experience within the 
social learning system, allowing new types of behaviors to be acquired 
(BANDURA, 1971). As such, adolescents observe their parents’ attempts to 
resolve interparental conflicts and imitate these behaviors in their own conflicts 
(Reese-Weber & Bartle-Haring, 1998). Thus, individuals who have gone through 
negative childhood experiences, for example, witnessing conflicts between parents, 
are more likely to use dysfunctional strategies and negative tactics for approaching 
and resolving conflict in couple relationships (Delevi et al., 2012) 

Experiencing conflicts and disagreements, even over minor issues, has been 
associated with low satisfaction in romantic relationships (Cooper et al., 2018). 
However, it is important to note that the strategies used to resolve conflicts are 
much stronger indicators of relationship satisfaction than the mere presence of 
conflict itself (Flora & Segrin, 2015). Having an effective conflict resolution style 
is crucial for maintaining marital satisfaction (Barry, 1970; Patterson et al., 1976; 
Raush et al., 1974; Scanzoni, 1965). Escalation and continuation of conflicts due to 
failure to resolve them in a timely manner can lead to marital dissatisfaction, and 
distressed couples have significantly more unresolved problems and conflicts 
compared to satisfied couples who are not in distress (Birchler & Webb, 1977). 
Distressed couples experience fewer positive cognitive communications and poorer 
problem-solving during conflict situations compared to those who report a 
satisfying marriage. Moreover, the two types of couples resolve conflicts 
differently; distressed couples communicate in hostile manner, leading to conflict 
escalation (Billings, 1979). The use of coping strategies that involve conflict and 
avoidance has been shown to be ineffective in reducing stress and to produce 
particularly unsatisfactory outcomes. Consequently, distressed couples are more 
likely to use strategies that promote emotional stress (Whiffen & Gotlib, 1989). 
According to the Interdependence theory (Rusbult, 1983), individuals are expected 
to be more satisfied with a relationship when it provides high rewards and low 
costs that exceed their expectations. Individuals who share many common interests 
with their romantic partner (high rewards), argue infrequently (low costs), and have 
low expectations regarding romantic involvement in general (low comparison 
level) should therefore be relatively satisfied with their involvement (Rusbult, 
1983). Thus, the relationship between conflict resolution strategies and couple 
satisfaction is causal. Specifically, perceived relationship rewards, the frequency 
with which constructive conflict resolution strategies are used, and perceived costs, 
the frequency with which negative conflict resolution styles are experienced, 
determine relationship satisfaction (Kurdek, 1994). Marital satisfaction is positively 
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associated with the frequency with which both partners use positive conflict resolution 
strategies, such as understanding, compromise and humor, and negatively 
associated with the frequency with which each partner uses destructive conflict 
resolution strategies, such as conflict engagement, withdrawal and defensiveness 
(Kurdek, 1995). Conflict resolution styles based on avoidance or attack and 
defense have negative consequences for relationship quality (Gottman & Driver, 
2005). Moreover, studies on conflict resolution styles in adolescence have shown 
several gender-related differences; specifically, women tend to engage in more 
destructive problem-solving behaviors compared to their male partners (Connolly 
et al., 2015). Furthermore, the link between conflict resolution and relationship 
longevity or stability during adolescence has been examined, yielding results 
similar to those found in adults. Adolescents who use more constructive strategies 
to resolve conflicts with romantic partners have significantly longer and more 
stable relationships (Ha et al., 2013; Shulman et al., 2006). Lastly, in adolescence, 
frequent disagreements with romantic partners over a period of at least two weeks 
are associated with lower relationship satisfaction (Todorov et al., 2021). 

THE CURRENT STUDY 

The objective of this paper is to analyze the relationship between adverse 
childhood experiences, conflict and couple relationship quality. Based on the 
existing literature, we propose the following hypotheses: (H1) We assume that 
there is a significant negative relationship between adverse childhood experiences 
and couple relationship quality; (H2) We assume that there is a significant positive 
relationship between adverse childhood experiences and dysfunctional conflict 
styles; and a significant negative relationship between adverse childhood experiences 
and constructive conflict styles; (H3) We assume that there is a significant negative 
relationship between dysfunctional conflict styles and couple relationship quality; 
and a significant positive relationship between constructive conflict styles and couple 
relationship quality; (H4) We assume that conflict styles mediate the relationship 
between adverse childhood experiences and couple relationship quality. 

METHOD 

PARTICIPANTS 

Participants were selected based on the following criteria: to be over 18 years 
old and to be in a romantic relationship. Thus, we had an initial number of 177 people, 
of which we one was eliminated for not meeting the age criterion, thus remaining 
with N=176, of which 80.7% were women (N=142), 18.8% were men (N=33) and 
0.9% non-binary (N=1). The mean age is 24.09, with SD=7.40, with the youngest 
participant being 18 years and the oldest being 56 years old. Also, 76.1% (N=134) 
of the participants live in urban areas and 23.9% (N=42) live in rural areas, and the 
most common last level of education was high school with 65.3% (N=115), along 
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with bachelor’s degree 26.1% (N=46), master’s degree 4.5% (N=8), post-secondary 
education 2.8% (N=6), primary and secondary education 0.6% (N=1) each. 
Regarding sexual orientation, 79% are heterosexual (N=139), 10.2% bisexual 
(N=18), 4.5% homosexual (N=8) and 6.3% (N=11) preffered no to answer. 82.4% 
(N=145) of the participants are in a romantic relationship, 14.8% (N=26) are 
married and 2.8% (N=5) are engaged, and the duration of the relationships has a 
mean of 54.67 months, SD=75.23 months.  

INSTRUMENTS 

Adverse Childhood Experiences – ACE Questionnaire (Felitti et al., 1998) 

was used to assess adverse childhood experiences. The ACE questionnaire consists 

of 28 items, which refer to experiences of abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction 

before the age of 18. For 10 items, the responses are dichotomous (yes/no) (e.g. 

‘Did you live with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic?’), while for the 

others, the participants are asked to indicate the extent to which they experienced 

some events using response options such as ,,Never”, ,,Once or twice”, ,,Sometimes”, 

,,Often”, or ,,Very often” (e.g. ‘You had to wear dirty clothes?’). For this scale, 

only the total scole was used, and internal consistency was acceptable, with a 

Cronbach’s alpha of α = 0.70.  

Conflict Resolution Styles Inventory – CRSI (Kurdek, 1994)  was used to 

examine conflict resolution styles. It is a 16-item self-report measure, using a 

Likert-type scale, that assesses each partner’s individual style of managing conflict. 

The instrument is grounded in the conceptual position that relationship 

maintenance and stability are influenced by each partner’s individual approach to 

conflict resolution. Total CRSI scores range from 16 to 80. The scale comprises 

four dimensions, each consisting of four items such as, conflict engagement (e.g. 

‘Launching personal attacks’), positive problem solving (e.g. ‘Focusing on the problem 

at hand’), withdrawal from conflict (e.g. ‘Remaining silent for long periods of 

time’) and compliance. For each item, response options range from 1 (never) to 5 

(always). For the total scale, Cronbach’s alpha indicated acceptable internal 

consistency (α = 0.73). The reliability coefficients for the subscales were as 

follows, conflict engagement (α = 0.85), positive problem solving (α = 0.67), 

withdrawal from conflict (α = 0.83), and compliance (α = 0.78). 

Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale, RDAS (Busby et al., 1995) was used  to 

assess the quality of the couple relationship. The scale was previously validated on 

Romanian population (Turliuc & Muraru, 2013). The RDAS consists of 14 items, 

each requiring respondents to evaluate specific aspects of their relationship using 5 

or 6 point rating scales (e.g. ‘How often do you discuss or have you considered 

divorce, separation, or terminating your relationship?’) RDAS scores range from 0 

to 69, with higher scores indicating greater relationship satisfaction and lower 

scores reflecting higher levels of relationship distress. In the present study, the 

scale demonstrated good internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha of α = 0.83. 
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Sociodemographic variables. With regard to sociodemographic characteristics, 

data were collected on participants' gender, age, area of residence, level of 

education, sexual orientation, marital status and relationship duration. Inclusion 

criteria ensured that only individuals aged 18 years or older who were currently 

involved in a romantic relationship were included in the study. 

PROCEDURE 

We used the back-translation method for the scales that were not previously 

validated on the Romanian population. The scales were administered in Romanian, 

online, via Google Forms, with the link distributed across various social media 

platforms targeting both students and individuals of all age groups. Prior to 

completing the questionnaire, participants read the informed consent form, which 

clearly stated their right to withdraw from the study at any time without any 

negative consequences. Participation was voluntary and anonymous, and 

participants were assured of the confidentiality of the collected data. The average 

completion time was approximately 10–15 minutes. Eligibility criteria required 

participants to be over 18 years old and to be involved in a romantic relationship at 

the time of participation. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

All the analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS 20. First, descriptive 

analyses were conducted, and correlations were computed among the study 

variables (adverse childhood experiences, conflict resolution styles, and 

relationship quality). Next, we examined whether adverse childhood experiences 

predicted relationship quality. Finally, mediation analyses were performed to 

assess the indirect effects of adverse childhood experiences on relationship quality 

through the four conflict resolution styles, namely conflict engagement, positive 

problem solving, withdrawal, and compliance. We used Baron & Kenny (1986) 

method to test for mediation. The significance of the indirect effect was tested with 

the Sobel test, using an online tool (https://quantpsy.org/sobel/sobel.htm). 

RESULTS 

PRELIMINARY DATA ANALYSIS 

The descriptive statistics can be seen in Table 1. Skewness and kurtosis 

values were calculated to assess the normality of the data distribution. However, 

the values exceeded the commonly accepted limits of 2/-2. For the variable Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACE), a kurtosis value of 4.221 was obtained, well above 

the acceptable range, indicating that the variable was not normally distributed. 

Consequently, it was necessary to normalize the ACE variable to proceed with 

parametric tests, creating a transformed variable (see Templeton, 2011). Skewness 



 Anamaria E. Tufă, Octav S. Candel 8 242 

and kurtosis values were recalculated, and all values fell within the 2/-2 range. 

Therefore, all analyses in this study were conducted using parametric tests. 

Table 1 

Descriptive statistics 

Variables M SD Min Max Skewness Kurtosis 

1. Adverse childhood experiences 43.91 11.71 32 96 .09 -.41 

2. Conflict engagement 8.26 3.59 4 20 .98 .67 

3. Positive problem solving 15.29 2.80 4 20 -.65 .81 

4. Withdrawal 9.52 3.99 4 20 .57 -.43 

5. Compliance 8.12 3.44 4 19 .73 .05 

6. Couple quality relationship 54.02 8.45 16 68 -1.15 2.06 

Note: For ACE, the reported values correspond to those obtained before normalization. 

CORRELATION ANALYSES 

The results of the correlational analysis indicated a significant, negative and 

weak relationship between adverse childhood experiences and couple relationship 

quality (r = -0.16, p = 0.027). This inverse relationship suggests that higher scores 

on the adverse childhood experiences are associated with lower scores on 

relationship quality (see Table 2). Thus, H1 is confirmed. 

Table 2 

Pearson correlations between the main study variables  

Variabile 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Adverse Childhood Experiences –     

2. Conflict engagement .26** –    

3. Positive problem solving -.14 -.32** –   

4. Withdrawal .31** .49** -.30** –  

5. Compliance .23** .16* -.11 .40** – 

6. Couple relationship quality -.16* -.36** .31** -.22** -.19** 

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.001 

 

We found a significant, positive but weak relationship between adverse 

childhood experiences and conflict engagement (r = 0.26; p < 0.001) and compliance 

(r = 0.23; p = 0.01). There is also a significant, positive, but medium relationship 

between adverse childhood experiences and conflict withdrawal (r = 0.31; p < 0.001). 

Thus, the relationship being positive, directly proportional, as the scores on ACE 

increase, the scores on the conflict engagement, compliance and conflict withdrawal 

variables also increase, all of which are dysfunctional conflict resolution styles. 

However, the results indicate that there is a non-significant relationship between 

adverse childhood experiences and constructive conflict styles (r = -0.14; p = 0.055) 

(see Table 2). H2 is only partially confirmed.  
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A significant, negative and moderate relationship between conflict engagement 

and couple relationship quality was found (r = -0.36; p < 0.001). Thus, as scores on 

the conflict engagement variable increase, scores on couple relationship quality 

decrease. Additionally, there are significant, negative, but weak relationships 

between couple relationship quality and conflict withdrawal (r = -0.22; p = 0.003), 

as well as compliance (r = -0.19; p = 0.009). As scores on conflict withdrawal and 

compliance in conflict increase, scores on couple relationship quality decrease. The 

results also indicate a significant, positive, and moderate relationship between 

positive problem solving and couple relationship quality (r = 0.31; p < 0.001). 

Thus, as scores for positive problem solving increase, scores for couple 

relationship quality also increase (see Table 2). H3 is confirmed. 

MEDIATION ANALYSES 

To test the forth hypothesis, multiple regression analysis ware conducted. In 

the first one, couple relationship quality was the criterion variable and the averse 

childhood experiences were the predictor variable. The regression analysis was 

significant, F(1; 173) = 4.97, p = 0.027. ACE ( β = -0.16, p = 0.027) emerged as a 

significant and negative predictor of couple relationship quality. Individuals who 

experienced more ACEs report lower relationship satisfaction. 

a. The indirect effect of ACE on couple relationship quality through conflict 

engagement (see Figure 1) 

ACE was a significant positive predictor of the mediator, conflict 

engagement (β = 0.26, p < 0.001). In turn, the mediator was a significant negative 

predictor of couple relationship quality (β = -0.36, p < 0.001). Thus, the multiple 

regression analysis showed that after controlling for conflict engagement, ACE 

were no longer a significant predictor of couple relationship quality (β = -0.06, p = 

0.34), while conflict engagement remains a significant and negative predictor of 

couple relationship quality (β = -0.37; p < 0.001 < 0.05). The Sobel test showed 

that the indirect effect was significant (p = .002). 

 

 
Note: a, b, c, c’ – standardized regression coefficients; *p<0.05; **p<0.001. 

Figure 1. The mediating role of conflict engagement style in the relationship between ACE  

and couple relationship quality. 
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b. The indirect effect of ACE on couple relationship quality through 

withdrawal (see Figure 2) 

ACE was a significant positive predictor for the mediator withdrawal (β = 0.31,  

p < 0.001). In turn, the mediator was a significant negative predictor of couple 

relationship quality (β = -0.22, p = 0.003). Thus, the multiple regression analysis 

showed that after controlling for withdrawal, ACE were no longer a significant 

predictor of couple relationship quality (β = -0.10 p = 0.188), while withdrawal 

remains a significant and negative predictor of couple relationship quality (β = -0.20;  

p = 0.009). The Sobel test showed that the indirect effect was significant (p = .02). 

 

c. The indirect effect of ACE on couple relationship quality through 

compliance (see Figure 3) 

ACE was a significant positive predictor of the mediator, compliance (β = 0.23,  

p = 0.001). The mediator, compliance, was a significant negative predictor of 

couple relationship quality ( β = -0.19, p = 0.009). The multiple regression analysis 

showed that after controlling for compliance, ACE were no longer a significant 

predictor of couple relationship quality (β = -0.12; p = 0.110), while compliance 

remains a significant and negative predictor of couple relationship quality (β = - 0.18;  

p = 0.014). The Sobel test showed that the indirect effect was significant (p = .04). 

 

 

 
Note: a, b, c, c’ – standardized regression coefficients; *p<0.05; **p<0.001. 

Figure 2. The mediating role of withdrawal in the relationship  

between ACE and couple relationship quality. 

Positive problem solving was not included in the regression analysis or the 

mediation model, as it did not show a significant association with adverse 

childhood experiences. 
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  Note: a, b, c, c’ – standardized regression coefficients; *p<0.05; **p<0.001 

Figure 3. The mediating role of compliance in the relationship  
between ACE and couple relationship quality. 

DISCUSSIONS 

The goal of this study was to test whether couple conflict styles mediated the 
relationship between adverse childhood experiences and couple relational quality. 
Our results confirmed most of the hypotheses and showed that when participants 
reported higher levels of adverse childhood experiences, they also engaged in more 
negative couple conflict styles, which, in turn, was associated with a lower quality 
of the relationship. These results are consistent with other research in the field, 
showing that individuals who have gone through negative experiences in childhood 
are more likely to use dysfunctional strategies and negative tactics to approach and 
resolve conflicts in the couple relationship (Delevi et al., 2012; Demir, 2023). 
Also, adverse childhood experiences negatively impacted the level of satisfaction 
(Sheffler et al., 2019). Finally, the strategies used to resolve conflicts were strong 
indicators of relationship satisfaction, dysfunctional styles such as conflict 
engagement and withdrawal being linked to reduced relationship satisfaction and 
quality (Flora & Segrin, 2015; Kurdek, 1994).  

The first hypothesis was confirmed. The negative link found between adverse 
childhood experiences and relationship quality is in line with the Betrayal trauma 
theory (Freyd, 1994). When children are exposed to negative behaviors coming 
from their caregivers or other close individuals, they suffer from a betrayal of trust 
which strongly affects their future relationships, including romantic ones (Candel, 
2024; Candel & Covaș, 2023). They have troubles trusting the good intentions of their 
partners and can become rather suspicious or self-centered in their relationships. 
Thus, the development of beneficial processes such as intimacy might be hindered. 
Moreover, abuse, neglect and witnessing violence increase the risk of divorce and 
intimacy issues. 

While positive problem solving was related to relationship quality, it was not 
linked with adverse childhood experiences. Only the dysfunctional styles were 
significant mediators. Thus, hypotheses 2 and 4 were only partially confirmed and 
hypothesis 3 was fully confirmed. This shows that dysfunctional negative couple 
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conflict styles play distinct roles in the association between adverse childhood 
experiences and relation quality. Individuals who witnessed or experienced violence in 
their family of origin, through behavioral modeling, experience more conflict in 
later romantic relationships (MacIntosh, 2019), become more hostile toward the 
romantic partner (Conger et al., 2000), and express more negative emotions (Kim 
et al., 2001). They are also more likely to use more dysfunctional strategies and 
negative tactics for approaching and resolving conflict in couple relationships 
(Demir, 2023). Both experiencing conflict and the poor use of conflict resolution 
tactics are strong indicators of low relationship satisfaction (Cooper et al., 2018; 
Flora & Segrin, 2015). On the contrary, the level of adverse childhood experiences 
was not related to positive problem solving, meaning that the use of functional 
conflict resolution tactics was not particularly related to past negative events.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

The main practical implication of the study is related to the important role 
played by dysfunctional couple conflict styles. Since there is no relationship between 
adverse childhood experiences and positive problem solving, interventions should 
focus on the negative aspect of conflict resolution. In recent years, multiple studies 
have shown that healthy emotion regulation and the use of mindfulness are crucial 
factors that can improve relational quality for individuals who experienced adverse 
childhood events (Cameron et al., 2018; Cooper et al., 2018; Godbout et al., 2019). 
Moreover, functional emotion regulation not only decreases conflict, but can spillover 
and impact relationship quality (Halperin, 2014; Low et al., 2019). Thus, future 
intervention can focus on training the individuals exposed to negative childhood events 
to use various emotional regulation and mindfulness strategies to improve their conflict 
resolution styles and, through them, the functioning of their intimate relationships. 

LIMITATIONS 

Despite its implications, the study has some limitations. First, the data is 
cross-sectional, and the mediation analysis, despite being significant, cannot 
indicate any causal relationship between the variables. There was also a discrepancy in 
the demographic characteristics of the sample, with less than 20% of the 
participants being men. This cannot allow us to generalize the results for any other 
population except for young women. Finally, the adverse childhood experiences 
were measured during adulthood, not at the time when they happened. Thus, the 
recollection of these experiences can minimize or heighten their impact. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This research aimed to investigate the relationships between adverse 
childhood experiences, conflict styles, and couple relationship quality during 
adulthood. Dysfunctional conflict styles were positively related to the former and 
mediated its associations with decreased relational quality. The study is important 
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because it shows how the individuals who experienced abuse during childhood fare in 
their intimate relationships and how their relationship processes are related to their past. 

REFERENCES 

1. Aytur, S. A., Carlino, S., Bernard, F., West, K., Dobrzycki, V., & Malik, R. (2022). 
Social‐ecological theory, substance misuse, adverse childhood experiences, and adolescent 
suicidal ideation: Applications for community–academic partnerships. Journal of Community 
Psychology, 50(1), 265–284. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.22560 

2. Bandura, A. (1971). Social Learning Theory. General Learning Press 
3. Baron, R., & Kenny, D. (1986). The moderator-mediator variable distinction in social 

psychological research: Conceptual, strategic, and statistical considerations. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 51, 1173–1182. https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.51.6.1173 

4. Barry, W. A. (1970). Marriage research and conflict: An integrative review. Psychological 
Bulletin, 73(1), 41–54. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0028474 

5. Baumann, M., Daspe, M.-È., Belanger, C., & Godbout, N. (2024). A Safe Haven Through 
Attachment: A Dyadic Perspective on the Association Between Cumulative Childhood Trauma 
and Relationship Satisfaction. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 40, 2093–2114. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605241270013 

6. Bigras, N., Daspe, M.-È., Godbout, N., Briere, J., & Sabourin, S. (2017). Cumulative Childhood 
Trauma and Adult Sexual Satisfaction: Mediation by Affect Dysregulation and Sexual Anxiety in 
Men and Women. Journal of Sex & Marital Therapy, 43(4), 377–396. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
0092623X.2016.1176609 

7. Billings, A. (1979). Conflict resolution in distressed and nondistressed married couples. Journal 
of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 47(2), 368–376. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-006X.47.2.368 

8. Birchler, G. R., & Webb, L. J. (1977). Discriminating interaction behaviors in happy and unhappy 
marriages. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 45(3), 494–495. https://doi.org/10.1037/ 
0022-006X.45.3.494 

9. Brislin, R. W. (1970). Back-translation for cross-cultural research. Journal of cross-cultural 
psychology, 1(3), 185–216. https://doi.org/10.1177/135910457000100301 

10. Brockie, T. N., Dana-Sacco, G., Wallen, G. R., Wilcox, H. C., & Campbell, J. C. (2015). The 
Relationship of Adverse Childhood Experiences to PTSD, Depression, Poly‐Drug Use and Suicide 
Attempt in Reservation‐Based Native American Adolescents and Young Adults. American Journal of 
Community Psychology, 55(3–4), 411–421. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-015-9721-3 

11. Busby, D. M., Christensen, C., Crane, D. R., & Larson, J. H. (1995). A revision of the Dyadic 
Adjustment Scale for use with distressed and nondistressed couples: Construct hierarchy and 
multidimensional scales. Journal of Marital and family Therapy, 21(3), 289–308. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.1995.tb00163.x 

12. Cameron, L. D., Carroll, P., & Hamilton, W. K. (2018). Evaluation of an intervention promoting 
emotion regulation skills for adults with persisting distress due to adverse childhood experiences. 
Child Abuse & Neglect, 79, 423–433. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.03.002 

13. Candel, O.S. (2024). The Moderating Role of Dyadic Coping on the Relationship between 
Betrayal Trauma and Relationship Satisfaction. Psihologia Socială, 54, 65–75. 

14. Candel, O.S., & Covaș, S.-A. (2023). Betrayal trauma and dyadic trust. The mediating role of 
emotional intelligence. Annals of Al. I. Cuza University. Psychology Series, 32, 73–83. 

15. Conger, R. D., Cui, M., Bryant, C. M., & Elder Jr, G. H. (2000). Competence in early adult 
romantic relationships: A developmental perspective on family influences. Journal of personality 
and social psychology, 79(2), 224–237. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.79.2.224 

16. Connolly, J., Baird, K., Bravo, V., Lovald, B., Pepler, D., & Craig, W. (2015). Adolescents’ use 
of affiliative and aggressive strategies during conflict with romantic partners and best-friends. 
European Journal of Developmental Psychology, 12(5), 549–564. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
17405629.2015.1066244 



 Anamaria E. Tufă, Octav S. Candel 14 248 

17. Cooper, A. N., Totenhagen, C. J., McDaniel, B. T., & Curran, M. A. (2018). Volatility in daily 
relationship quality: The roles of attachment and gender. Journal of Social and Personal 
Relationships, 35(3), 348–371. https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407517690038 

18. Daigneault, I., Hébert, M., & McDuff, P. (2009). Men’s and women’s childhood sexual abuse and 
victimization in adult partner relationships: A study of risk factors. Child Abuse & Neglect, 33(9), 
638–647. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2009.04.003 

19. Delevi, R., Cornille, T., & Cui, M. (2012). Does Positivity Matter? The Impact of Interparental 
Interactions on Young Adult Conflict Management. Contemporary Family Therapy, 34(1), 124–
140. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-012-9179-5 

20. DeMaris, A. (1987). The Efficacy of a Spouse Abuse Model in Accounting for Courtship 
Violence. Journal of Family Issues, 8(3), 291–305. https://doi.org/10.1177/019251387008003003 

21. Demir, E. (2023). Exploring the nexus of positive childhood experiences and conflict resolution 
styles: Unveiling the keys to harmonious relationship dynamics Journal of Social and 
Educational Research, 2(1), 8–13. https://doi.org/10.5281/ZENODO.8054977 

22. Deutsch, R., Drozd, L., & Ajoku, C. (2020). Trauma‐Informed Interventions in Parent–Child 
Contact Cases. Family Court Review, 58(2), 470–487. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12483 

23. Felitti, V. J., Anda, R. F., Nordenberg, D., Williamson, D. F., Spitz, A. M., Edwards, V., Koss, M. 
P., & Marks, J. S. (1998). Relationship of Childhood Abuse and Household Dysfunction to Many 
of the Leading Causes of Death in Adults. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 14(4), 245–
258. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0749-3797(98)00017-8 

24. Flora, J., & Segrin, C. (2015). Family conflict and communication. In L. H. Turner & R. West 
(Eds.), The SAGE handbook of family communication (pp. 91–106). SAGE. 

25. Foo, L., & Margolin, G. (1995). A multivariate investigation of dating aggression. Journal of 
Family Violence, 10(4), 351–377. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02110711 

26. Fredman, S. J., Monson, C. M., Schumm, J. A., Adair, K. C., Taft, C. T., & Resick, P. A. (2010). 
Associations among disaster exposure, intimate relationship adjustment, and PTSD symptoms: 
Can disaster exposure enhance a relationship? Journal of Traumatic Stress, 23(4), 446–451. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/jts.20555 

27. Freyd, J. J. (1994). Betrayal Trauma: Traumatic Amnesia as an Adaptive Response to Childhood 
Abuse. Ethics & Behavior, 4(4), 307–329. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327019eb0404_1 

28. Freyd, J. J. (1996). Betrayal trauma: The logic of forgetting childhood abuse. Harvard University 
Press. 

29. Gelles, R. J., & Straus, M. A. (1979). Determinants of violence in the family: Toward a 
theoretical interpretation. In W. R., Burr, R., Hill,  F. I., Nye, & I. L., Reiss (Eds). Contemporary 
Theories About the Family (pp. 550–581). Free Press. 

30. Gobout, N., Morissette Harvey, F., Cyr, G., & Bélanger, C. (2020). Cumulative Childhood 
Trauma and Couple Satisfaction: Examining the Mediating Role of Mindfulness. Mindfulness, 
11(7), 1723–1733. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-020-01390-x 

31. Godbout, N., Vaillancourt-Morel, M.-P., Bigras, N., Briere, J., Hébert, M., Runtz, M., & 
Sabourin, S. (2019). Intimate Partner Violence in Male Survivors of Child Maltreatment: A Meta-
Analysis. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 20(1), 99–113. https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838017692382 

32. Gottman, J. M., & Driver, J. L. (2005). Dysfunctional Marital Conflict and Everyday Marital 
Interaction. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 43(3–4), 63–77. https://doi.org/10.1300/ 
J087v43n03_04 

33. Greene, C. A., Haisley, L., Wallace, C., & Ford, J. D. (2020). Intergenerational effects of 
childhood maltreatment: A systematic review of the parenting practices of adult survivors of 
childhood abuse, neglect, and violence. Clinical Psychology Review, 80, 101891. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2020.101891 

34. Ha, T., Overbeek, G., Lichtwarck-Aschoff, A., & Engels, R. C. M. E. (2013). Do Conflict 
Resolution and Recovery Predict the Survival of Adolescents’ Romantic Relationships? PLoS 
ONE, 8(4), e61871. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0061871 

35. Halperin, E. (2014). Emotion, Emotion Regulation, and Conflict Resolution. Emotion Review, 
6(1), 68–76. https://doi.org/10.1177/1754073913491844 



15 Adverse childhood experiences and relationship quality 249 

36. Kalmakis, K. A., & Chandler, G. E. (2014). Adverse childhood experiences: Towards a clear conceptual 
meaning. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 70(7), 1489–1501. https://doi.org/10.1111/ jan.12329 

37. Kessler, R. C., Walters, E. E., & Forthofer, M. S. (1998). The Social Consequences of Psychiatric 
Disorders, III: Probability of Marital Stability. American Journal of Psychiatry, 155(8), 1092–
1096. https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.155.8.1092 

38. Kim, K. J., Conger, R. D., Lorenz, F. O., & Elder, G. H. (2001). Parent–adolescent reciprocity in 
negative affect and its relation to early adult social development. Developmental Psychology, 
37(6), 775–790. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.37.6.775 

39. Kogan, S. M., Yu, T., & Brown, G. L. (2016). Romantic Relationship Commitment Behavior 
Among Emerging Adult African American Men. Journal of Marriage and Family, 78(4), 996–
1012. https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12293 

40. Kurdek, L. A. (1994). Conflict Resolution Styles in Gay, Lesbian, Heterosexual Nonparent, and 
Heterosexual Parent Couples. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 56(3), 705–722. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/352880 

41. Kurdek, L. A. (1995). Predicting Change in Marital Satisfaction from Husbands’ and Wives’ 
Conflict Resolution Styles. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 57(1), 153–164. https://doi.org/ 
10.2307/353824 

42. Lambert, J. E., Engh, R., Hasbun, A., & Holzer, J. (2012). Impact of posttraumatic stress disorder 
on the relationship quality and psychological distress of intimate partners: A meta-analytic 
review. Journal of Family Psychology, 26(5), 729–737. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0029341 

43. Low, R. S. T., Overall, N. C., Cross, E. J., & Henderson, A. M. E. (2019). Emotion regulation, 
conflict resolution, and spillover on subsequent family functioning. Emotion, 19(7), 1162–1182. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0000519 

44. Luthar, S. S., Cicchetti, D., & Becker, B. (2000). The Construct of Resilience: A Critical 
Evaluation and Guidelines for Future Work. Child Development, 71(3), 543–562. https://doi.org/ 
10.1111/1467-8624.00164 

45. MacIntosh, H. B. (2019). Developmental couple therapy for complex trauma: A manual for 
therapists. Routledge. 

46. Mangold, W. D., & Koski, P. R. (1990). Gender comparisons in the relationship between parental 
and sibling violence and nonfamily violence. Journal of Family Violence, 5(3), 225–235. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00980818 

47. Marshall, L. L., & Rose, P. (1988). Family of Origin Violence and Courtship Abuse. Journal of 
Counseling & Development, 66(9), 414–418. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6676.1988.tb00902.x 

48. McLaughlin, K. A. (2016). Future Directions in Childhood Adversity and Youth Psychopathology. 
Journal of Clinical Child & Adolescent Psychology, 45(3), 361–382. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
15374416.2015.1110823 

49. Miller, A. B., Schaefer, K. E., Renshaw, K. D., & Blais, R. K. (2013). PTSD and marital 
satisfaction in military service members: Examining the simultaneous roles of childhood sexual 
abuse and combat exposure. Child Abuse & Neglect, 37(11), 979–985. https://doi.org/10.1016/ 
j.chiabu.2013.05.006 

50. Monson, C. M., Taft, C. T., & Fredman, S. J. (2009). Military-related PTSD and intimate 
relationships: From description to theory-driven research and intervention development. Clinical 
Psychology Review, 29(8), 707–714. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2009.09.002 

51. Nelson, B. S., & Wampler, K. S. (2000). Systemic effects of trauma in clinic couples: an 
exploratory study of secondary trauma resulting from childhood abuse. Journal of Marital and 
Family Therapy, 26(2), 171–184. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2000.tb00287.x 

52. O’Neill, R. S., Boullier, M., & Blair, M. (2021). Adverse childhood experiences. Clinics in 
Integrated Care, 7, 100062. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intcar.2021.100062 

53. Patterson, G. R., Weiss, R. L., & Hops, H. (1976). Training of marital skills: Some problems and 
concepts. In H., Leitenberg (Ed.), Handbook of behavior modification and behavior therapy (pp. 
242–254). Prentice-Hall. 

54. Pervanidou, P., & Chrousos, G. (2007). Post-traumatic Stress Disorder in Children and Adolescents: 
From Sigmund Freud’s “Trauma” to Psychopathology and the (Dys)metabolic Syndrome. 
Hormone and Metabolic Research, 39(6), 413–419. https://doi.org/10.1055/s-2007-981461 



 Anamaria E. Tufă, Octav S. Candel 16 250 

55. Poole, J. C., Dobson, K. S., & Pusch, D. (2018). Do adverse childhood experiences predict adult 
interpersonal difficulties? The role of emotion dysregulation. Child Abuse & Neglect, 80, 123–
133. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.03.006 

56. Raush, H. L., Barry, W. A., Hertel, R. K., & Swain, M. A. (1974). Communication conflict and 
marriage. Jossey-Bass.  

57. Reese-Weber, M., & Bartle-Haring, S. (1998). Conflict Resolution Styles in Family Subsystems 
and Adolescent Romantic Relationships. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 27(6), 735–752. 
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1022861832406 

58. Riggs, D. S. (2014). Traumatized relationships: Symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder, fear 
of intimacy, and marital adjustment in dual trauma couples. Psychological Trauma: Theory, 
Research, Practice, and Policy, 6(3), 201–206. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0036405 

59. Riggs, D. S., Byrne, C. A., Weathers, F. W., & Litz, B. T. (1998). The quality of the intimate 
relationships of male Vietnam veterans: Problems associated with posttraumatic stress disorder. 
Journal of Traumatic Stress, 11(1), 87–101. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1024409200155 

60. Rusbult, C. E. (1983). A longitudinal test of the investment model: The development (and 
deterioration) of satisfaction and commitment in heterosexual involvements. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 45(1), 101–117. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.45.1.101 

61. Rutter, M., & Sroufe, L. A. (2000). Developmental psychopathology: Concepts and challenges. 
Development and Psychopathology, 12(3), 265–296. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579400003023 

62. Scanzoni, J. (1965). A Reinquiry into Marital Disorganization. Journal of Marriage and the 
Family, 27(4), 483–491. https://doi.org/10.2307/350188 

63. Sheffler, J. L., Piazza, J. R., Quinn, J. M., Sachs-Ericsson, N. J., & Stanley, I. H. (2019). Adverse 
childhood experiences and coping strategies: Identifying pathways to resiliency in adulthood. 
Anxiety, Stress, & Coping, 32(5), 594–609. https://doi.org/10.1080/10615806.2019.1638699 

64. Shulman, S., Tuval‐Mashiach, R., Levran, E., & Anbar, S. (2006). Conflict resolution patterns 
and longevity of adolescent romantic couples: A 2‐year follow‐up study. Journal of Adolescence, 
29(4), 575–588. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2005.08.018 

65. Solberg, M. A., Peters, R. M., Resko, S. M., & Templin, T. N. (2023). Does Coping Mediate the 
Relationship Between Adverse Childhood Experiences and Health Outcomes in Young Adults? 
Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma, 16(3), 615–627. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40653-023-00527-z 

66. Straus, M. A., Gelles, R. J., & Stienmetz, S. K. (2017). Behind Closed Doors: Violence in the 
American Family (1 ed.). Routledge.  

67. Taft, C. T., Watkins, L. E., Stafford, J., Street, A. E., & Monson, C. M. (2011). Posttraumatic 
stress disorder and intimate relationship problems: A meta-analysis. Journal of Consulting and 
Clinical Psychology, 79(1), 22–33. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022196 

68. Todorov, E.-H., Paradis, A., & Godbout, N. (2021). Teen Dating Relationships: How Daily 
Disagreements are Associated with Relationship Satisfaction. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 
50(8), 1510–1520. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-020-01371-2 

69. Turliuc, M. N., & Muraru, A. A. (2013). Psychometric properties of the revised dyadic adjustment scale 
on a sample of married adults. Journal of Psychological and Educational Research, 21(1), 49–76. 

70. Wheeler, N. J., Carlson, R. G., Sami, W. Y., & Hipp, C. (2022). Adverse Childhood Experiences as 
Predictors of Differences in Intimate Justice, Conflict, Control, and Power in Intimate Relationships. 
Journal of Family Violence, 37(4), 707–717. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10896-021-00288-z 

71. Whiffen, V. E., & Gotlib, I. H. (1989). Stress and Coping in Maritally Distressed and 
Nondistressed Couples. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 6(3), 327–344. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407589063006 

72. Whisman, M. A. (2006). Childhood trauma and marital outcomes in adulthood. Personal 
Relationships, 13(4), 375–386. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2006.00124.x 

73. Williams, L. R., & Adams Rueda, H. (2022). Witnessing Intimate Partner Violence Across Contexts: 
Mental Health, Delinquency, and Dating Violence Outcomes Among Mexican Heritage Youth. 
Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 37(5–6), NP3152-NP3174. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0886260520946818 

 

 


